While I was at sea, I received a copy of Marine Mammals: Biology and Conservation. I reasoned that I would have plenty of time to review the publication as my research vessel sailed home from Southeast Alaska. However, getting my hands on the book edited by Peter Evans and Juan Raga proved difficult. I repeatedly had to wrest the publication from my crew and coinvestigators. Only under threat of cancelled shore leave and by locking myself in my cabin was I able to secure the volume and begin exploring its 600 pages.
That a new book on cetaceans and their ilk could lead to a mutinous situation illustrates some important points. There is considerable need among students and researchers for convenient access to scholarly review articles on marine mammal ecology and behaviour. This book does a noble job of synthesizing the profusion of scientific articles published on cetaceans and pinnipeds during the last two decades. Among the 30 contributors to this publication, I was pleased to see the large number of European authors, in addition to several from South America. Instead of a comprehensive treatment, Evans & Raga emphasize evolution, ecology and behaviour. From this vantage point, the book also covers many health and conservation issues, which account for fully one-third of the publication. It is structured into five sections totalling 17 chapters. Each section begins with a short introduction that provides an overview and identifies key literature references.
In Chapter 1, Evans & Sterling review the specialized adaptations required for aquatic living and provide some intriguing comparisons with terrestrial mammals and other taxa. In the second chapter, Arne Bjorge poses the question of the persistence of marine mammal habitats in an ocean of variability. In keeping with the conservation theme of the book, he argues that understanding spatial and temporal variability of different species is critical for humans to manage marine ecosystems adequately. Since I frequently receive enquiries from students wishing to initiate field studies, the essay at the end of the chapter on establishing habitat use studies is most timely. In the last chapter of this section, Christina Lockyer examines how environmental factors affect the reproduction of marine mammals. She concludes with a brief essay on which anthropogenic factors have amplified this process.
For me, the highlight of the book was the second section on sensory systems and behaviour. I am aware of the difficulties that can confront a student of behaviour when attempting to understand the physics of sound in the underwater environment. Consequently, Gordon & Tyack's chapter on sound and cetaceans, distilling the complexities of sound into an interesting and readable chapter, is most welcome. In addition, this chapter also touches on echolocation, communication, and closes with interactions between human and dolphins using artificial language. The next two chapters are devoted to the behavioural ecology of cetaceans and pinnipeds. In the past marine mammals have often been left out of the mix when discussing life history theory and behavioural ecology. These chapters will undoubtedly stimulate students to focus on their system with a more theoretical eye. The authors stop short, however, of exploring how some of the unusual life history attributes of cetaceans (e.g. strong spatiotemporal separation of feeding and breeding activities) could be used to test and develop theories in behavioural ecology and life history.
One of the greatest challenges to the study of marine mammals has been the remote, often inaccessible habitats in which they live. Consequently, the third section on survey techniques provides much practical information for new students or researchers wishing to expand the scope of their own studies. Gordon & Tyack make a convincing pitch for employing acoustic techniques, a promising yet underutilized approach. Milinkovitch and his colleagues (Chapter 9) examine molecular techniques for interpreting species boundaries in cetacea. They also show how recent molecular data support the monophyletic origin of cetaceans and the close phylogenetic relationship between cetaceans and artiodactyls. This supports the striking notion that a hippo is more closely related to a humpback whale than a camel is to an elk! In the fourth section, there are three chapters on health, disease and parasites. Geraci & Lounsbury (Chapter 10) sketch out some of the basic physiological and morphological adaptations of marine mammals, and show the consequences when these adaptations fail in otters and seals. The treatment of parasites (Chapter 11) begins by pointing out the importance of parasites to vertebrate ecology, and that these host dependants make up the majority of the species diversity on this planet. Of particular interest is the discussion on the origin and evolution of parasite faunas, which can instruct us in host ecology, biogeography and phylogeny. In the last chapter of this section, Domingo and his coauthors (Chapter 12) provide a general framework for mass mortality events in marine mammals. Morbilliviruses justifiably get centre stage, although bacteria and the influence of El Niño are touched upon. While the immediate pathologies of mortality events in many cases are well known, the authors note the contribution of pollutants to mass stranding events remains controversial.
The last section on conservation ties together and expands on many of the resource management issues mentioned in previous chapters. Crespo & Hall (Chapter 13) explore marine management issues while highlighting their economic and ecological ramifications. They note that many of the marine resources exploited by poorer countries end up on the shelves of developed nations. Hall & Donovan (Chapter 14) continue to explore fisheries-interaction conflicts and provide many references to the tuna-dolphin issue. The concept of potential biological removal (PBR) is also introduced,
